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Abstract :
An analysis of class, caste and gender patterns in higher education from the 66th
NSS survey shows that they must be understood in an interconnected manner. The
ways in which these have been theorized as systems of inequality are reviewed to
draw  out  some  bridging  strands.  Moving  away  from  a  unlinear  perspective,  a
multidimensional  and  intersectional  theory  of  inequality  is  turned  towards  by
highlighting  three  tropes  –  occupation,  culture and  kinship  –  which  are central
simultaneously  across  class,  caste  as  well  as  gender.  It  is  suggested  through
examples  from  the  sphere  of  education  that  examining  the  convergences  and
divergences between these respective systems of inequality around the three shared
tropes helps us to understand inequality in a relatively more comprehensive manner..
Education is often seen as a path to a personal kind of liberation. This stance is difficult to
disagree with.  That  path to  personal freedom and fulfilment,  however, makes it  way through a
terrain that is filled with obstacles, steep ascents and hazards, which are socially created and don't
exist only in one's personal self. In one sense, the challenge of a liberating education cannot be
separated from the challenge of liberation in a society at large. The Indian experience of social and
economic growth after our release from colonialism has been deeply flawed. Even today we find
that education makes a substantial contribution to the work and life trajectories of only a minority
within the population.  For many, exploitation and bitter  competition are embedded both in that
work as well as in the kind of education which gets associated with it. This is partly because growth
in regular, white-collar jobs is very slow and instead informal, contractual jobs are the ones that are
expanding to absorb those who are driven away from a stagnating agricultural sector. Education's
contribution to culture, rather than the economy, has at its frontier questions that range from trying
to redefine the meaning of tradition to whether consumption should be seen as a source of joy and
freedom. Disaffection and cultural critiques have to contend with the power of mass media against
alternative voices  and with the  anxieties  induced by rapid  change and the tearing apart  of  old
cultural  fabrics.  The  meaning  of  education,  even  in  a  very  personal  sense,  must  be  navigated
through the challenges posed by the structures of domination, injustice and inequality in a society. 
INTRODUCTION
This paper seeks to explore those structures through a focus on the interweaving and intersecting
of three particular systems, those of class, caste and gender in India. It will start by counterposing
the integrated way of imagining the relation of education with social inequality with uni-linear ways
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of doing the same. It will try to demonstrate the validity of integrated ways through readings of
some patterns using data from the 66th National Sample Survey. And it will then try to draw out
some convergent and divergent principles from various ways of thinking about social stratification
and education, focusing largely on the themes of culture, work and kinship. This is the first part of a
larger work in progress. The second part goes on to specific explorations of intersectionality and
their implications for understanding India and its education. But that is another story.
Not  all  cultures  believe that  education  can  or  should  lead to  liberation of  the  individual.  A
characteristic feature of hereditary systems of inequality is the belief that people are basically born
different and education can have only a limited amount of impact on them. This has been a common
belief associated with, for instance, caste systems and feudal societies. People are believed to be
born into a particular social group and destined to stay there for the rest of their life. A counter-point
to such beliefs comes from those who think in terms of open and not hereditary systems. They
disagree with the closed model of social life and human achievement. A common expression of this
second kind of belief is that learning in society and in schools is what builds people's abilities and
such social experiences can be used to provide everyone an opportunity to make a better life for
themselves. There is a strong moral assertion here that the chance of one's birth should not hold one
back.  The study of  the relation between education and social  inequality, of  what  obstructs  the
cultivation of capabilities and unrestricted choice of roles has been, consequently, of special interest
to those interested in how education can provide equal opportunity to all. 
Modernists and the children of the enlightenment characteristically believe that it is wrong if a
throw of dice, which is the family one is born into, is allowed to define one's entire future life.
Many (though  not  all)  of  those  who  revise  the  formulations  of  modernity  to  accept  a  greater
uncertainty in human history and also the plausibility of multiple narratives, still tend to believe in
this  basic  postulate  of  human freedom and malleability. Those who are outside west  European
traditions of modernity and use a different metaphor to distance themselves from social orders with
inbuilt separations and hierarchies, seeking universality within a bhakti or egalitarian Islamic idiom
for instance, also agree that humans should not be suffocated by the vagaries of where they were
born.  
There  is  a  good deal  of  diversity  in  how social  processes  that  obstruct  human freedom are
understood. There are several possible positions regarding which forms of social  difference are
considered inequalities, their causes and why they may be considered illegitimate. Reconciling the
different positions is a complicated affair since behind them there can stand fundamental contrasts
in value orientations. The inequalities being talked about may themselves be internally diverse, with
different structures being interwoven rather than disparate processes. One key question in the study
of socially created inequality is an integrative one: that of how different forms of inequality interact
with each other and how they may overlap with, reinforce or even cancel each other out. This paper
locates itself  in  the problem of  how different  kinds  of social  inequality  interweave together  in
human lives. It comes out of an interest in learning how educational experiences are shaped by
these interacting inequalities and how the latter themselves get shaped in return.
One objective here is to highlight a multi dimensional approach to studying and acting on social
inequality. The study of social inequalities has traditionally been split into specialized analyses of
one or two axes. An important tradition in the study of caste, for instance, has tended to see it as the
main form of inequality in India. In contrast, the majority of those who study class tend to leave out
the question of caste systems entirely from their main theoretical formulation of social inequality.
And both these traditions  have until  recently tended to ignore patriarchy altogether. This paper
seeks to explore an integrated view of inequality in education.
Part  of  the  difficulty  in  forming  an  integral  view  has  been  that  the  formulation  of  our
understanding of inequality and injustice comes from our own social experience and can easily be
swamped by existing forms of cultural domination. Social movements and activism have played an
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